Inspired by the concepts of Arrested War and ANT (Actor-Network Theory), this study has traced and analyzed four main actors in the wars and conflicts in the social media age: social media platform, the mainstream news organizations, online users and social media content.
Though mediatizaiton is a vague and contested term, there have been growing researches that adopt the concept of mediatization of conflicts/wars in recent years. In his book Mediatized Conflict, Cottle (2006: 8-9 ) used the phrase 'mediatized conflict' to 'emphasize the complex ways in which media are often implicated within conflicts while disseminating ideas and images about them'. He argues that the media-conflict relationship goes beyond the 'reflection' and 'representation' but focuses on 'media doing' or 'media performativity'. Morse (2017) argues that the study of mediatized war needs to extend beyond questions of control over information transmission and the military-media-audience power dynamics, and to include the moral and ethical responsibility to the suffering of distant others during wartime.
Other scholars studied media and conflict relationship from different perspectives. Maltby (2012) examined British army's media management strategies and argued that the military are increasingly 'mediatized' through integrating media in their operations and interacting with different actors based on the media logic. Horten (2011) argued that the mediatization of war has accelerated over the past fifty years and has established the media as the "fourth branch" of military operations beyond the army, air force, and navy. He emphasized the national particularities during the mediatization process including the cultural and historical circumstances. Kaempf (2013) argued that the rise of new media technology has led to a heteropolar global media environment in which the media-war relationship has been altered.
'Digital new media has introduced a wide range of voices into the mediatisation of war' (ibid).
The most relevant work to this study is Hoskins & O'Loughlin (2015) 's 'Arrested war: the third phase of mediatization'. They argued that the process of mediatization is uneven as different actors employ different media for their own ends. They divide the process into three phases:
Broadcast War, Diffused War and Arrested War. While the first phase features the stability and certainty with discrete and mono-directional media (the Big Media), the second phase refers to the Web 2.0 and new digital media ecology with connected, multi-directional media and chaotic dynamics. In the third phase, Arrested War is 'characterized by the appropriation and control of previously chaotic dynamics by mainstream media and, at a slower pace, government and military policy-makers' (ibid). Siapera, Hunt & Lynn (2015) argued that diffused war does not necessarily lead to a collapse of communication hierarchies, but may create new or modify existing ones. There are various actors on the media platform and the media platform itself is an actor.
Previous researches have demonstrated the increasing and transforming role of digital media in contemporary wars and conflicts. However mediatized conflicts as a research field requires theoretical and conceptual development (Mortensen, Eskjaer, & Hjarvard, 2015) . Hoskins & O'Loughlin (2015) also admit that the concepts and theory that are used to explain relations and interdependencies in the period of Arrested War remain uncertain. Hence, a conceptual and analytical model that delineate different actors (levels of analysis) as well as their relations is needed to unpack the complexities of mediatization of conflict. The model shall be feasible to be implemented and operationalized in the empirical research.
Hence the author proposes the following model ( Figure 1) to study the actions, reactions and interactions of four main actors in the news network in times of conflict and crisissocial media platform (non-human actant), the news organization (human actor) and the web users (human actor) via texts-based discourses (non-human actant). This model integrates Arrested War phase of mediatization with the ANT. While Arrested War highlights professional media's usage of social media, ANT is a pragmatic sociotechnical process in which actors seek to build and maintain networks (Law, 1999; Heeks & Stanforth, 2015) . Journalism takes place in increasingly networked settings involving a wide range of actors and actants. Digital media do not just offer professionals a new voice but the ability to build new linkages of institutions, individuals and machines (Turner, 2005) . The significance of studying the four actors will be discussed below. First, the social media platform. In journalism, technological artifacts are traditionally not considered as an actor and they have been treated as intermediaries or carriers only. But looking through the lens of ANT, technology can act as actors and mediators, transforming the news process (Primo & Zago, 2015) . Today the digital and social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter and Weibo are everywhere. Digitalization is changing journalistic practices, cultures and institutions. The new 'news ecosystem', 'ambient' and 'networked' journalism have emerged because of practices predominantly related to social media (Steensen & Ahva, 2015) .
Second, the mainstream news organizations. In journalism, actors come in three flavors: sources, journalists and audience members. All are human and they are treated as analytically distinct (Turner, 2005) . Through the ANT lens, news organizations and professional journalists need to act as hubs rather than destinations, engage in conversations and increase their reliability (Spyridou et al, 2013) . As stated above, mainstream news organizations have appropriated social media and remediated social media content during the Arrested War phase.
Third, web users (the public). In the news network, an important and diverse set of actants is the web users -'the people formerly known as the audience' (Rosen 2006) . Digital technology creates new public spheres where the audience can interact, intervene and participate. Audiences are empowered to impact on the editorial agenda through likes and shares (Morlandstø & Mathisen, 2017) . As spatial metaphors such as networks, fields, or spheres indicate, the lines between professional and citizen, and between one organization and another have blurred (Reese, 2016) .
Lastly, in the middle of the diagram are social media content including texts, videos, images, hyperlinks, and emoji. The assemblage of these elements is a nonhuman actor in the network.
As Law (1992) claims, agents, texts, devices, architectures are all generated in, form part of, and are essential to, the networks of the social. Using the network approach, analysis of the actors' discourses will reveal the actions, interactions and relations among various actors.
Since this study focuses on news network, Figure 1 only delineates four actors and their linkages.
It is a simplified version of a complex web for analysis purposes. As a flexible and elastic model, other influential actors such as governments, militaries, business institutions, think tanks, computers, mobile phones as well as other intertwined networks can be added to this diagram.
For instance, the social media platform itself can be a network involving social media company, software, hardware, programmers, engineers, etc. The news organization is also a network that connects journalists, editors, managers, sources, audience, government, etc. And web users form their own network. As Primo & Zago (2015) explained, 'Each actant, human or non-human, is a network within other networks.'
In addition, studies of mediatised conflict in the digital age shall be de-Westernized. McQuail (2006) claimed that 'Western "communication science" does not offer any clear framework for collecting and interpreting observations and information about contemporary war situations' and 'largely neglected were the colonial wars of post-Second World War and the many bitter conflicts that did not directly impinge on western interests or responsibilities'. His statement still stands today. The existing researches in media and conflict are mostly confined to the western democracies. With the US' global pre-eminence ebbing away, concerns have increasingly centred on China's ability to move from economic power to political leverage in global geopolitics (Brevini & Murdock, 2013) . It is important to study mediatized conflict within the actor-networks in China. Three research questions are raised: RQ1. How do the mainstream media outlets cover the conflict/crisis on social media in China?
RQ2. How do the web users respond to the professional media's coverage on social media? RQ3: How do the actors in the news network interact with each other?
Research methods
This study adopts both quantitative and qualitative research approaches on the basis of case study, content analysis and textual analysis. The target research subject is Global Times' (GT) news posts and users' comments on Weibo.
GT, a commercialized nationalist tabloid affiliated to China's flagship Party paper People's Daily, was founded in 1993 with a circulation of 2.4 million copies. It specializes in international news coverage. By the time of writing, GT's Weibo account has about 15 million followers. Due to its influence, GT' Weibo account is an ideal venue to trace how a state-owned mainstream media outlet cover the conflict and interact with the web users in China.
Quantitative content analysis and qualitative textual analysis are conducted to examine the patterns of GT postings and users' comments on Weibo. The unit of analysis is each post/comment. The sampling time period was set for two months from 26 June to 28 August 2017. Four undergraduate student interns formed two teams. In each team, two students collected data for 15 days separately. Guidelines were provided to all interns beforehand. They accessed Weibo and collected posts and users' comments from GT's Weibo account using the key words 中印 (Sino-India). Students collected data and conducted preliminary coding based on the following categories:
For posts: date/time, topic, content, news/views, news source, theme, format (texts/video/photo/hyperlink), number of forwards, number of comments, number of shares For comments: Date/time, post topic, users' comments/replies, use of languages, use of emoji/emoticons As a result, a total of 71 GT posts and 1,409 users' comments were collected. The trend/patterns of GT's online news coverage and the users' reactions will be presented and discussed later.
Then five posts with the highest number of likes and shares as well as their corresponding users' comments were selected for textual analysis with an aim of identifying key themes, frames, and use of languages/emojis. Frame analysis was conducted to identity frames using inductive approach. Framing refers to the way news reports emphasize some aspects of an issue and make them salient to promote certain interpretations or public perceptions of events (Entman, 1993; 2004) . As a dynamic process, framing involves frame-building and frame-setting (de Vreese, 2005) . Inductive approach means frames emerge from the material during the course of analysis without prior defined news frames in mind (ibid). About 93% of users accessed Weibo through mobile devices. Weibo's transformation, technical features and usability, users culture, and self-censorship practices will be discussed next.
Weibo: the platform
Weibo emerged in August 2009 as the microblogging service of Sina.com in the aftermath of the riots in Urumqi, the capital of Xinjiang. At that time, Twitter was blocked and some domestic microblog services were also shuttered in China. Since then, Weibo has played an essential part in the public life of the Chinese people, reflecting China's socio-political transition in the post-Olympics decade (Guo & Jiang, 2015; Han, 2018) . Han (2018) divides Weibo's transformation into three stages: collective witness, ideological contention, and networks of expertise. They 'reflect a major transformation of social media and digital culture in China, from the civicminded public engagement and activism to the celebration of individual online fame and monetization of content creation' (Han, 2018) . On July 22, 2012, the official Weibo account of the People's Daily (@renminribao) posted its first Weibo when a thunderstorm and flooding in Beijing killed 77 people. This event marked that official media stepping in the realm of social media. These official media not only incorporated Weibo in news production but took lead in public debate with their ideological stances. Since 2012, Weibo's influence started to decline with the rise and competition of WeChat as well as the tightened state control in the digital media space. In 2014, Weibo was listed at Nasdaq, marking its step into the global market (ibid).
In terms of technical features and usability, Weibo, similar to Twitter, provides real-time information and it is characterized by three components: it enables users to post 140-character messages, address others with '@' symbols, and use hashtags to topically mark Weibos, repost messages and answer them. A distinct feature of Weibo is that users are allowed to include URLs in their messages and to attach images, music, and video files to their posts. Comments to a post are displayed right below the post itself (Poell, Kloet & Zeng, 2014) . In recent years, online content in video format becomes prevalent. Weibo has developed new features such as short videos and interest-based information feeds (Weibo annual report, 2017). Meanwhile, Weibo faces copyright and technical issues (ibid).
As for Weibo's user and comment culture, 'long weibo', data monitoring and commenting practices as well as hyperlinks are special features. A long weibo means the users attaching a picture/image that contain an article to their weibo to work around the limitation of 140 characters (Poell, Kloet & Zeng, 2014) . Weibo's real-time character also allows its users to monitor countless data streams that run across multiple online platforms but converged on Weibo. Visual trickery, symbolic manipulation, parody, humor, and intense interaction have become key practices on Weibo. Weibo's comment culture increases 'the sense of shared joy' and 'strengthens the articulation of an issue-specific public' (ibid). Hyperlinking refers to the practice of linking to an external website (Fu & Lee, 2016) . Weibo users' practice of hyperlinking has 'extended the public and circulated content across the media landscape' (Poell, Kloet & Zeng, 2014) .
Turning to Weibo's censorship practices, the Internet companies in China are held responsible for the content and behavior of the users on their sites (Poell, Kloet & Zeng, 2014) . The Sina Corporation 'must conform to the communications regulations set by the state, and the state constantly pressures Sina to ensure its censorship compliance' (Guo & Jiang, 2015) . Weibo employs about 1,000 full-time editors to monitor and censor users (Poell, Kloet & Zeng, 2014) .
Meanwhile Sina's censorship is mitigated by the company's commercial interests, and it therefore aims to remain as open as possible. Weibo content is neither entirely apolitical nor it is fully government-controlled or censored in all instances (Rauchfleisch & Schäfer, 2015) . Guo & Jiang (2015) also argued that both transparency and tight political control coexist on Weibo, which forms the paradox of Weibo. Weibo is free, open and highly monitored.
All these features of Weibo are essential in the way different actors mediate, interact, associate and negotiate with each other on the platform. As Poell, Kloet & Zeng (2014) argued, 'Weibo is not one thing, but rather constitutes a techno-cultural assemblage which becomes entangled with a wide variety of other actors in the course of contentious episodes.'
Analysis of Global Times posts
In this section, results from the content and textual analysis will be presented and discussed on the basis of GT's posts on Weibo pertaining to the Sino-Indian border crisis.
GT disseminated a total of 71 posts on its Weibo account @Huanqiushibao during the sampling time period, of which 53 are coded as news and 18 are views. It suggests that GT's posts are dominantly news items rather than views on Weibo. As for the format of posts, the majority of posts contain texts, hyperlinks, photos, and/or videos. Three posts are texts only. It reveals that GT, as a newspaper-based media outlet, has fully employed Weibo's multi-media technological features to disseminate news and views on the social media platform.
In terms of news sources, more than half of the posts, 54% (38 out of 71), are taken from either GT's print edition or GT's website. However, while examining the sources within the texts, only six news posts clearly show elements of in-house reporting. It reflects the common way of how Chinese newspapers do international news. Editors usually start with selecting and taking information from external sources and then do follow-up interviews with Chinese experts and scholars to solicit their comments or views on the news events. In other cases, journalists may make phone calls or go online to check and verify related information. One post dated on July 7 was an exception. It was titled 'This is the corridor, which makes India live in the hypochondria that their throat is locked by China'. It indicates '…staff correspondent(s) recently went to this area with strategic importance (Siliguri corridor) that bears the 'geographical curse', and made investigations…'. This is the only investigative news report in which GT journalists conducted on-the-spot investigations on their own. Based on the themes, five main frames are identified: China's foreign policy, India's foreign policy, military confrontation, third party involvement, and fake news. Some posts contain more than one frame, for instance, it may illustrate both India's attitude/policy and China's response and policy. In these cases, both frames will be noted down. Table 2 for details), a few days after
China's military parade in Inner Mongolia on July 31, 2017. The parade was seen to 'show off its might' (Lockie, 2017) and 'reaffirm the CPC's absolute control over the army ' (Gao, 2017) .
In the aftermath of the parade, Chinese government reiterated its stance and kept demanding the Indian government to withdraw its troops. At other times, there are small rises and falls but the pattern is generally stable. Based on the level of popularity, five posts were then selected for further textual analysis (see Table 2 below). It can be seen that the top two posts, the editorial about Modi administration on 4 August and the CNN video report on confrontation on 5 August, were the most popular posts that engaged deeply with the web users. Both have achieved the highest number of shares, comments and likes. The other three posts topped in either shares, or comments or likes respectively. However, the degree of these three posts' popularity or users' engagement has dropped greatly in comparison to the top two posts.
Serial
No. Put in nutshell, the traditional division of views/news as well as internal/external news sources do not matter much on the social media platform. With the dividing line between views and news being blurred, both views and news items as well as in-house reporting and edited news reports can attract audience's interests. What really matters are the use of particular frames that are either supportive of China's foreign policy or conflict frames, as well as the use of multimedia format, videos and photos in particular, at time of crisis.
Date/Time Topic Forwards

Analysis of web users' comments and replies
Corresponding to the above-mentioned five most popular posts of GT, a total of 42 pieces of comments and replies were selected for textual analysis. Themes, frames, peer-to-peer interactions, the use of languages and emoji/emoticons will be discussed below.
Five main themes are generated from web users' comments and replies. Later the Indian National Congress came to power…getting even closer to India'; and 'Nepal's economy, 70% 80% comes from Brother Three (India)'.
Fifth, joke about and make fun of the news content. In response to the GT's post about soldiers throwing rocks, web users joked: '(They) can have a snowball fight in two months'; 'Who did the kick? Fantastic!'
Based on these themes, the following frames can be identified: comments on Chinese government, domestic and foreign policy; pro/anti-war debate; comments on India and third party countries; comments on China's military strategies/tactics; and joke/humor. In comparison to the themes and frames of GT's posts, despite some similarities and overlapping, web users' comments have demonstrated much more diverse, different and critical voices. The scope of themes and frames are wider than that of the GT posts. Regarding the usage of languages and emoji/emoticons, in comparison to the official and formal use of languages by GT, web users have employed the functionalities of Weibo such as anonymity and emoji/emoticons to express themselves, make comments, and/or have a spat fight with other users. Table 3 below shows categories of some languages and emoji/emoticons used by Chinese netizens.
Use of languages Examples
Affirmative Unconditionally support our motherland, Chinese Table 3 shows that the online users use a great variety of languages and emoji/emoticons to express their opinions, attitudes and emotions towards the border crisis and beyond. Since GT is a nationalist tabloid, it is not a surprise that many users use Weibo to stir up the nationalist sentiment, or to vent their anger using offensive languages, or to abuse others to achieve selfsatisfaction. Some users make rational and insightful comments while others participate in the debate for fun or revealing certain sentiments.
Discussion and conclusion
This study has traced and analyzed four main actors in wars and conflicts in the social media age: social media platform, the mainstream news organizations, online users and social media content. These four actors associate, interact and negotiate with each other in the social media network surrounding specific issues. Based on the content studies of Sino-Indian border crisis in 2017, the central argument is that social media is playing an enabling role in contemporary wars and conflicts. Both professional media outlets and web users employed the functionalities of social media platforms to set, counter-set or expand the public agenda. Social media platform embodies a web of technological and human complexities with different actors, interests, and relations. Four conclusions can be drawn.
First, the mainstream media have appropriated social media to cover the conflict/crisis, set the public agenda and influence public opinion. News outlets such as GT have incorporated Weibo in its news production. They post news updates and views regularly and lead public debate with their ideological stances. The content study reveals that the traditional division of news/views and in-house/external news sources are not so important on the social media platform. The professional media's use of foreign policy and conflict frames as well as the use of multimedia format are most important at time of crisis to attract the attention of and engage with the web users.
Second, online users have created new frames, counter-set and expanded the public agenda.
Professional media outlets initiate and set the tone of the debate. Meanwhile, the web users use variety of languages and emoji/emoticons to freely express their views, opinions, attitudes and emotions. In comparison to the mainstream media, the themes and scope of the peer-to-peer dialogues are much wider, personalized, opinionated and diversified. In the new social mediaenabled public sphere, the heterogeneous publics interact and participate in the debate. They also impact on the editorial agenda through likes and shares (Morlandstø & Mathisen, 2017) .
Third, contemporary wars and conflicts are mediated via social media platforms. Figure 3 delineates the dynamics and interactions of four actors within the network. content' (Poell, Kloet & Zeng, 2014) . For web users, the platform's comment culture 'strengthens the articulation of an issue-specific public' (ibid). In this case, the web users' wide use of abusive, provocative, racist languages as well as criticisms about Chinese government and its policies suggest that Weibo presents an open and free platform when it comes to the border crisis.
On the downside, the constraining force of the social media platform is embodied in the online echo-chamber effect and chilling effect. Web users re-enforce their ideas and views about the on-going crisis by the means of sharing, commenting and interacting with other users, whereas those who make different voices encounter abuses and bullying, thus may be unwilling to participate in the debate any more.
In reversed direction, both news organizations and web users post news, views, comments and interact with each other, consequently add values to the platform and lead to network effect.
Network effect refers to 'the more users who can communicate with one another on a network, the more valuable the network is' (Hayes, 2005) . The value of social networking sites greatly increase with the number of users. Law (1999) claims, 'Yes, actors are network effects. They take the attributes of the entities which they include. They are, of course, precarious.'
Fourth, the network approach shall integrate the social context and macro-structural factors into the analysis (Micó, Masip & Domingo, 2013) . Nationalism is an important macro factor in studying contemporary wars, crisis and conflicts. As Montiel and colleagues (2014) argued, during international conflicts, domestic media can churn out news accounts that are not only morally ascendant but also entitle their homeland to clash with the other country. In China's particular social and cultural context, nationalism is one of the key enduring driving forces which have shaped Chinese foreign policy as China increasingly integrates itself into the globalized and interdependent world, the so-called 'positive nationalism' (Chen, 2005) . The Internet brings profound changes to the power relations between state and popular players. It creates a space for ordinary Chinese to take active roles in shaping Chinese nationalism by circulating their own nationalist narratives, interpretation and voices (Ma, 2018) . This study has provided empirical evidence to demonstrate that both professional news media and the online publics in China produce, disseminate and mobilize popular nationalism via social media platforms.
In sum, the network approach is useful in tracing different actors and revealing their interactions in the digital public sphere. This study has proved the synergies between mainstream media, social media platforms and user contents (Siapera, Hunt & Lynn, 2015) . Social media platform has empowered the mainstream media and web users to communicate, interact and influence each other. In return, increasing number of media outlets and users add values to the social media platform, leading to network effect. This research has implications for the study of mediatization of conflict especially in non-democratic countries. These actor-networks and the macro socialpolitical context are influential in the mediatization of conflict in the social media era. In the future, cross-cultural comparative analysis of media, conflicts and digital technologies can be conducted using semi-structured interviews and social media analysis.
